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It was late. Maybe 11:30 at night. Aviva and her newly announced fiancé Brian and Brian's 
parents Sandra and Guille had just arrived after a day of driving up from New York. They were 
exhausted. Too tired to eat. Conversation was not an option. They just wanted to sleep. But, of 
course, I had to show off. After all, this was the first time Aviva had ever been to my Maine 
rental on Eggemoggin Reach across from Deer Isle. This was the first time Sandra and Guille 
had ever been to Maine. The problem, however, was neither Sandra or Guille spoke English. 
They and their son Brian, my future son-in-law, are from Buenos Aires. As in Argentina. So this 
was going to have to be more show than tell.  

"Come here", I motioned to them in a kind of international sign-language as I slid the glass 
door open that leads to the deck. You couldn't see a thing. The moon had disappeared over the 
horizon. A few lights were visible several miles across the Reach. But you could feel the breeze 
off the water. You could smell the ocean. And then one of them pointed upwards. We quickly 
turned out all the lights in the cottage and, after a couple of minutes as our eyes began to 
adjust to the absolute darkness, you could see. So many stars. The Milky Way in its faint but 
unmistakable cloudy glory. It took our collective breath away. The need for a common 
vocabulary quickly dissolved. At this one moment we were all united, language difficulties 
notwithstanding, in our singular expression of wonder. "Wow," one of Brian's parents said. (I 
guess they have that word, too.) 

For ten minutes we just stood there and strained our necks to do what our ancestors have been 
doing for millennia. "When I behold Your Heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the 
stars that You have made..." Psalm 8. Aviva breaks the silence and reminisces to our very first 
summer vacation in Maine. She was 7, maybe 8. It was our last night in Maine that summer. 
Struggling with a cold, I couldn't sleep, so I decided I might as well get a jump on the long drive 
home. It was something like 4 in the morning. The girls were half asleep as we carried them out 
to the car. But somewhere between the house and the car Aviva looked up. Now, nearly 20 
years later, she remembers, "I had never been more scared in my life. I had never seen so many 
stars. I had no idea what I was looking at. It was terrifying." 

Of course, we all know that what she was experiencing was not fear but awe. That visceral 
reaction to something that causes us to question our own false sense of security. Yirah as it is 
known in Hebrew, is that moment of awareness that evokes a kind of spiritual vertigo, a 
realization that terra firma maybe isn't as firm as we think. Yirah is more than the autonomic 
fear that all animals experience when facing an immediate threat. Yirah is what Heschel called 
"Radical Amazement." It is what we come here to discover on these Yamim Noraim: Days of 
Awe. Indeed, perhaps more than discovering yirah here, it occurs to me that we should be 
bringing it with us as we enter the sanctuary in order to renew our relationship with ourselves, 
with our neshamah, our soul, and thereby reacquaint ourselves with God. Thus we make these 
holy days High. Like the myriad of stars that awaken our wonder: "When I behold Your 
Heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that You have made...How majestic 
is Your name throughout the earth." 

 



 

Alas it is less awe that we carry with us as we enter the Rosh this year and in its stead we bear 
simple fear. Not yirah but pachad. We may often render the two words alike, we may often 
translate them into English with the same meaning, but the two are very different. Yirah is the 
beginning of all goodness. It is the root of awareness that we are smaller than we think, that the 
Universe is an inexhaustible source of wonder, that the other, even my enemy, is – like me – 
created in the image of God. Yirah is hope. Pachad, by contrast, is the mother of all evil. It is 
uncomplicated animalistic fear. It causes us to fight back. To close ourselves off. To objectify 
the other. It is the root of hatred. And we all saw it in full bloom this past June. When those 
three Israeli boys were kidnapped and murdered. When that Palestinian boy was burned alive. 
Make no mistake about it: These acts of evil, pure and unmitigated acts of evil, were driven by 
fear. 

And that, of course, is precisely what those who perpetrate such evil seek. They seek to destroy 
our awe, our wonder, our hope for finding sacred commonality by overwhelming us with fear at 
its most primal worst. That is why they and we both call it terrorism. It is the opposite of awe. If 
awe is a reflection of God's creative majesty, then terrorism is the rock bottom of the human 
soul. More than the doing of bad, terrorism seeks to destroy our belief in that which is good by 
overwhelming us with existential fear. There is nothing worse than uncontrollable, irrational 
fear. So Torah's description of the worst possible nightmare: To flee at the sound of a driven 
leaf. To run even though no one pursues. 

To be sure, every generation has its fear. For my parents it was the insecurity of money 
followed by a world completely engulfed in war. I grew up in a world of bomb shelters and 
Doomsday scenarios. Fear was a natural consequence of such realities. It was such a fear that 
drove my parents to squirrel away money and believe in a strong military. My generation saw 
the futility of armed warfare and protested for peace. But the enemy of today's child doesn't see 
fear as a consequence but rather as a goal. For the terrorist, the ends and the means are one 
and the same. 

A friend of mine pointed out that this year, 5775, marks the beginning of an entire generation 
of children who will be called to the Torah for the first time who were born after 9/11. These 
young women and men have never known a world without terrorism. They have never known a 
world for whom the enemy is not a nation-state but rather a face-covered fanatic. For this 
generation, what we would consider unthinkable is normative. Beheadings. Public mass 
executions. ISIS and Al Qaeda and Hamas. This is the world we are bequeathing to our 
grandchildren. Legions of fanatics who embody the nadir of human depravity.  

When the Psalmist looked to the heavens in utter amazement and wondered, "When I behold 
Your Heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that You have made..." he 
continued by asking, "...what is man that You have been mindful of him?" God's handiwork 
inspires a profound humility. What am I that I have even the ability to consider this beauty? It 
is this awareness, this consciousness that separates us from the animals, that allows us to 
experience yirah as the elixir to pachad.  

But those who espouse terrorism seek the precise opposite. They seek to destroy our awe and 
replace it with fear. A global fear. Not of God. But of them. And it too evokes the Psalmist's 
question. But just the first part. Not what is man that You have been mindful of him? but just 
"Mah Adam – What is Man?" What has become of us? To what depths have we fallen? And as 
we enter the New Year, as we embrace these Yamim Noraim, these Days of Awe, we have to 
dig deep to even want to feel the yirah, the wonder, so powerful is the pachad that engulfs our 
world today.  



 

What then is our hope? Are we forever to live, not as the Psalmist suggested "...slightly below 
the angels," but rather just above the animals? How do we rise above the terror? Is there an 
antidote to such depravity? Is it our fate to simply survive, to make the best of a bad situation? 
To, as Ecclesiastes cynically suggests to a world where there there is "nothing new under the 
sun," just enjoy life? And it all makes us wonder, does the Universe care? Does my existence 
matter? 

 

A couple of weeks ago Jeff Fine sent me a link to a podcast from the NPR show "Radiolab" that 
focused on how this particular generation seems so obsessed with nihilism, a philosophy 
popularized by Nietzsche that basically says life is meaningless. That there is no meaning, no 
purpose to existence. In particular, the podcast centered on a book by contemporary teacher of 
philosophy Eugene Thacker entitled "In the Dust of This Planet," and how that book, by 
Thacker's own admission, was written for no one because no one ever reads his books. But this 
book and, more accurately, its title, seemed to find a home, especially among today's younger 
generation. The title made its way onto a t-shirt and ultimately found a place on the back of a 
jacket worn by rapper Jay-Z in a trailer for an upcoming world tour he’s doing with Beyoncé. It 
even was part of the inspiration for Matthew McConaughey's very dark character in the HBO 
series "True Detective". (In the first episode, when asked what it means that he's a nihilist, he 
responds, "It means I'm bad at parties.") 

While the discussion seemed to find consensus that such pessimism is endemic to human 
nature, that predictably it will surface periodically throughout history, today's nihilistic trends 
seem to be a bit different, a bit darker (if that is possible among nihilists). And the common 
thread that seems to predominate today is that the world no longer makes sense. The madness 
we see on the news. The inhumanity of man. Our self-indulgence that threatens our very 
planet, to the extent that environmentalists are no longer talking the language of solution but 
rather adaptation. It's like even the scientists are giving up. The podcast noted a recent Wall 
Street Journal poll indicates that 76% of people no longer believe that the future will be better 
than the past.  

The thing about nihilism, however, is that – bleak and depressing as it may be – it doesn't 
necessarily end there. The key, says Nietzsche, is to get through it. To confront the darkness. 
And while I seriously doubt he would arrive at the conclusion so many of us seek – that life 
does, indeed, have meaning, that life is good and filled with limitless potential – it is in the 
confrontation with the abyss that any hope can be found. It is in the confrontation. And that is 
what we do on these days. We don't escape the evil. We don't ignore it or dismiss it. We 
address it. We hold up a mirror to it. U'netaneh Tokef. Who will live and who will die. Let us 
behold the awesome power of this day. 

What struck me in this podcast, however, was near the end of the discussion the narrator was 
reflecting on the image of Jay-Z with his back to the camera wearing that leather jacket with 
those words "In the Dust of This Planet" – and he's pointing a gun not even so much towards 
the horizon but at it. And the woman who actually designed that jacket for the film, in 
captioning that image, says, "Yeah, Jay-Z's not afraid. He doesn't care that the world is coming 
to an end." Or put another way, "The world is but a very narrow bridge, and the key is to fear 
nothing."  

Now who would have thought that Nachman of Bratzlav and rapper Jay-Z would ever be 
uttered in the same breath in a sermon on Rosh Hashanah? 



 

 

 

Kol ha-Olam kulo gesher tzar me'od: All the world is but a very narrow bridge... 

...v'ha-ikar lo l'facheid klal: and the key is to fear nothing. 

 

Nachman of Bratslav. It is, to be sure, a powerful sentiment. To live without fear. The problem 
is, that's not what he said. As my colleague Rabbi Stephen Arnold has pointed out, "Who in 
their right mind would teach 'don't be afraid at all' in a world which is very scary? To teach 
'don't be afraid at all' to [someone] who is already scared, is like teaching "You mustn't cry" to 
[someone] who's in great pain."  

In fact, Gesher Tzar Me’od, "the narrow bridge" we've been singing for years is close to 
Nachman's teaching, but the original text is subtly and ultimately, I think, profoundly different. 
Here is the original (Likutei Moharan II: 48):  

 

V'da: Know.  

Sh'adam tzarikh la'avor al gesher tzar me'od me'od:  
A person must pass over a very, very narrow bridge.  

V'ha-klal v'ha-ikar: And the fundamental principal... 

Sh'lo yitpacheid klal: Is to not make make oneself afraid at all. 

 

On the surface, it doesn't sound all that different: "A person must cross over a very narrow 
bridge, and the key is not to make oneself afraid at all." The sentiment to the casual listener 
certainly appears to be the same. Life is a balancing act. Don't let fear overwhelm you. But 
Hebraically there is a substantial difference between saying l'facheid and yitpacheid. They are 
both rooted from the letters peh / chet / dalet. Fear. The difference, however, is that in the first 
and most familiar form of the text the verb is in the infinitive state: "to fear". To be afraid. But 
the second – which is what Nachman actually taught – is in the hit-pa-eil. It is the “reflexive” 
state of the verb. It is an action that one does to oneself. In other words: Self-inflicted. And for 
me, that makes all the difference in the world. 

Of course we cannot avoid fear. We cannot afford to live without fear. We need fear. It keeps 
us from harm. It protects us from getting burned, from falling off the cliff, from entering a place 
of mortal danger. It is a survival instinct. A gift from God. Nevertheless, when crossing that 
bridge, when navigating Mitzrayim, the narrow straits that invariably cross our paths, the last 
thing we want to do is "enfear" ourselves. (I think I might have just made up that word.) If you 
want to get across the bridge, then don't be the "source" of your own fear.  

And if this be true for the things that go “bump in the night” that threaten our world, how much 
the moreso for the microcosms of our individual lives? Is there any one of us who does not 
bear some measure of pain or fear as we enter the New Year? Be it our health or our 
relationships, our – what so often seems to be – elusive search for contentment and meaning in 
our personal and professional lives, do we not each schlepp, large or small, suitcases of tzuris 
as just a part of the normal course of living? We don’t need CNN or the New York Times to 
bring fear into our lives. It confronts us when we get up every morning. And when we go to bed 



 

at night. And pretty much everywhere in-between. It is par for the course of living. Yet can we 
distinguish the pachad that genuinely threatens is from without from that which we 
manufacture all by ourselves? 

With all the darkness that seems to overwhelm us, to give in to fear is certainly an act of 
surrender. But to make ourselves afraid is simply self-destructive. In other words, the great 
lesson of all Jewish spiritual exercise is that we have the power. We are not weak. We are not 
helpless. We don't need to turn to God for help. Rather we simply need to draw close to God. 
And that process of drawing close to God, or maybe even better of drawing out the holy within 
us, is what nurtures our ability to rise above ourselves, to realize our humanity, and to embrace 
our potential as sacred beings.  

 

Art Green, one of our generation's most insightful teachers, notes that among the Zohar’s 
seventy ways of commenting on the first verse of Torah is to read Bereishit – by jumbling up its 
letters – as Tishrei Bah: Tishrei, this month of the New Year, has come. A time for new 
beginnings. But how do we begin? From where do we start? We can only start from where we 
are, at the bottom, and work our way up. That’s why the word Tishrei begins with the three 
final letters of the Hebrew Alef-Bet – tav / shin / resh – in reverse order from the bottom back to 
the top, as if to say we are starting our climb on our way back up to alef. He concludes, 
"Somehow that feels appropriate to this particular New Year, after this awful summer." It’s a 
beautiful thought. 

This is my prayer: I pray that this New Year be a beginning for us and our world. May the 
pachad that has accompanied us into Tishrei be transcended by the yirah of these Days of 
Awe. And may that yirah, the wonder that is human potential, allow this coming year of 5775 
be one of ascent, from the tav of Tishrei all the way back to the Alef of next year's Elul (the 
twelfth and final month between now and next year's Rosh Hashanah).  

This is the moment that our re-enchantment with yirah is supposed to begin. Do you feel the 
majesty? Do you not behold the awesome power of wonder? V'da. But know this: For this yirah 
you don't need a clear night but rather an open heart. And as Reb Nachman warned, the only 
thing blocking the way to your heart is the pachad, the fear you bring upon yourself. 

 

There is a tradition among our people that whenever we transition from one place to another, 
be it ending one sefer of Torah and beginning the next book, or, as we do this evening, ending 
one year and beginning a new one, we say the following words: 

 
Chazak, chazak 

Let us be strong, Let us be strong, 
and 

as a community, as a people, as members of the human race, 
all of us sacred beings created in the image of God 

 
v’nit-chazeik 

(note that this is also in the hit-pa-eil, the reflexive verb state, something you do to yourself) 
Let us empower ourselves. 

Let us make ourselves strong. 


